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DESCRIPTION
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OHIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Abrams Plains is a frame farmhouse set on flat topography at the end of a long
drive, Tt stands on an approximate one~half acre fenced-in area within thirty-gix and
one-fourth acres total land. The frame house consists of 1766 building parts Joined to
an 1830 house, all built over a high foundation. They are generally in a "C" shape plan
on an east-west axis. Large hardwood trees in the front yard date to 1830 and earlier.

The exterlor style is an example of rural, vernacular, transitional Federal to
Greek Revival style, The 1830 front (west) building 1s a two-story block, three bays
wide, and two bays deep beneath a fairly deep gable roof. Large windows contain twelve-
overétwelvé'SasH'od'tBE‘fi%st_étﬁfi“ép@'eight;qﬁéi}éﬁélﬁet6q"tﬁe second, . All have miter
molded surrounds and plain sills, 'The gable roof is flush to the gable ends, weatherboa
are beaded, dnd double<end boards with vertical molding finish the house corners. Nails
are an early machine-made type, The chimneys are twin interior. The front door is rece:
ed,one step up from the porch floor, and ig within a plain architrave with panelled
reveals. Frosted and etched glass in wood mullions comprise the recessed sidelights and
transom., All exterior doors have eight panels and there is a gallery door with transom

above the front entrance.

Three porches exist. A front raised gallery porch, now one story with a shed roo;
was enlarged in 1880. It has four octagonal-in-section, tapered columns with Doric caps.
On the north gide, a one-story gable roofed portico is composed of a silmple pediment,
supported by four thin, tapered square-in-gection columns with block capitals. There
is a gallery along the back (east) of the 1830 house.

*"The ca, 1766 buildings are much altered and consist of one and one and one-half
storles, running east, then south from the 1830 house. These three exterior walls enclos
an attached shed. Three exterior beaded, batten and board doors with hand-forged hardwa:
exist on the exterior here, The windows have six~over-six and six-over-nine sash with
molded, mitered surrounds. On the north side stand two exterior. end chimneys. Roth
have smoothly mortared sandstone bases in horizontal bond courses, under freestanding

vbrick stacks above .stepped shoulders, Tt =

The double-pile, central hall plan 1830 house interior has large-scale, high ceil-
vinged tooms, each with a fireplace. There are four rooms on each floor, the two front
rooms being slightly larger than the two rear., The stalr is open string and rises three
stories into the attie, starting toward the east wall to a landing. Walnut, nearly
round-in-section handrails, supported by square~in-section balusters, are two on each
step. Newels are turned and of urn derivation.

Three doorways to the central hall on the first floor have plain surrounds with
crossettes, capped by a low Greek pediment, all with narrow applied molding. The re-
mainder of interior door frames on the first floor are Greek Revival, symmetrically
molded having corner blocks with simple, carved roundels, Interior doors are five
panelled. On the second story, the surrounds are large scale, molded and mitered. Paint

,ed baseboards are high and heavily molded. The two front (west) parlors and the gouthwes
‘bedroom have marbelized baseboards and mantelg. All mantels are large Creek Revival:
five are plain, threec have simple decoration such as fluted pilasters flanking the fire-
place openings. Walls are of painted plaster. All floor boards are four to five inches-

wide fir,
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The cellar of the 1830 section shows two chimney foundations, reused from the original
eighteenth century razed dwelling, They are constructed of astone rubble and faced with
flemish bond brick., Each contain an arched fireplace.

A hallway between the 1830 house and the older section eastward is reconstructed
old and new parts under a shed roof, An eighteenth century beaded narrow clapboard with
rosehead nalls lines the south wall, Behind this are two sets of enclosed reused stairs
with winders pushed together into a '"Y" shape. The enclosed well is panelled with
approximately fifteen-inch wide, horizontal, beaded shiplap board.

The east (rear) three rooms ca. 1766 buildings are much altered. Two Federal
_style mantels with fluted pilasters on each side of the fireplace openings survive on
" the north wall of each north room.

A significant, eighteenth century house or house section stands on the southwest
corner of the fenced-in area. The two-story, gable roofed, frame house is on a low stomnt
foundation and has narrow, beaded clapboarding. The south end has no windows or doors at
has a new clapboard finish; the other three sides have six-over-nine windows on the firsi
floor and six-over-six on the second. Two CGeorgian exterior doors with original hard-
ware are on the east side: one four panel, one six panel, both with plain, cut surround.
The interior has a plain Greek mantel, and approximately twenty-one-inch-high
panelling with chair rail of half-round molding. The southeast cornmer contains an
enclosed stair with winders. Walls are plastered.



SIGNIFICANCE

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW

PERIOD
—PREHISTORIC ~ __ARCHEULUGY-PREHISTORIC  __COMMUNITY PLANNING —LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE  __RELIGION
—1400-1499 —ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC __CONSERVATION —LAW __SCIENCE
—1600-15698 X_AGRICULTURE ECONOMICS __UTERATURE —SCULPTURE
—1600-1699 K ARCHITECTURE —EDUCATION _ MILITARY —SOCIAL/HUMANITARIAN
.X1700-1798, Y __ENGINEERING _music ~-THEATER
X1800-1899 . _CPMMERGE X_EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT | 5 _ PHILOSOPHY ~..TRANSPORTATION
-~1900- —CPDMMUN|CATIONS ©._ ~  _ .__INDYSTRY —POLITICS/GOVERNMENT —OTHER {SPECIFY)

N ' __INVENTION

SPECIFIC DATES BUILDER/ARCHITECT

1766-1830
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

‘Abr&@'E'Pld{nQ is a plantation named for & battle in the French and Indian War ag
the Plains of Abraham in Quebec, The plantation house, composed of elighteenth and.. ., .
nineteenth century components, reflects the long continuity of a single family's ownership
of the plantation established by Samuel Smith (1729-1800) in 1766, Smith was a prominent
citizen of Granville County in the pre-Revolutionary, Revolutionary, and post-Revolutionar
periods, serving in civil and military positions of responsibility, Under his ownership
the plantation he named Abram's Plains prospered from the raising of tobacco, as did much
of the northern Pledmont, The rear portion of the present house and a structure near
the main house are believed by descendants to date from this eighteenth century period.
The present front portion of the house, a well-preserved and representative example of
regional Greek Revival domestic architecture, 18 believed to have replaced the earlier
“house in 1830, and to have been built for Smith's granddaughter and her husband, Sara P,
Smith Downey and Samuel Smith Downey., The property has remained for seven generations in

the hands of Smith descendants.

Criteria Assessment: . - ‘.{;,0qzﬁ7

A. Assoclated with the establishment in the mid-eighteenth century and continuation and
expansion through the antebellum period of prosperous tobacco plantations in the
northeastern Pledmont section of North Carolinaj and with the rare.but important continuou

family ownership in the state.

B. Associated with the life of Samuel Smith, locally prominent military and civil leader
in the eighteenth century in Granville County.

C. Embodies 1in the 1830's house the double pile plan and simplified classical detail of
regional Greek Revival plantation domestic architecture, as well as some components of
regionalmid-eighteenth century construction components in the 1760's house.
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In 1766 Samuel Smith (1729-1800), his wife and tiree children, left Issex County,
Virginia, and moved to Granville County, North Carolina. Smith purchased land in the
Grassey Creek area necar Buffalo Creek, and there he began the construction of hig planta~
tion.l According to family tradition he selected a site for the family dwelling at the

"edge of the plain of the Buffalo," where he had slaves excavate a cellar and a foundation
for the house. There, descendants claim, le constructed a two-story frame house on a roc
foundation with two large chimneys on the north side of the dwelling., Smith's descendant
also maintain that the dining area was in the basement and food was brought from an adja-
cent kitchen. Samuel Smith named his new plantation Abram's Plains after the 1759 Britis
victory at the Plains of Abraham in Quebec during the French and Indian (Seven Year's) Wa
One of Samuel Smith's descendants, Jonathan K. T. Smith of Memphis, Tennessee, testifies
that Smith was not at the famous battle “being only a nominal member of the Essex militia
but "he still took this great victory to heart."?

Smith rendered valuaple service in Granville County in the eighteenth century., In
1771 he was appointed a justice of the peace, and he served as a member of the Committee
of Safety in Hillsboro District at the outbreak of the American Revolution. When the
Granville Regiment of the North Carolina Militia was organized in 1775 Smighhﬁggsﬁgk&is—
sioned a major in the regiment. He was promoted to Colonel in 1778, but in’that ‘game yea
he resigned his commission and resumed his office as Justice of the Peac®. During the
Revolution he sold considerable provisions and supplies to the revolutionary government.
In August, 1789, the Magistrates of Granville County appointed Smith sheriff of the count
He served in that capacity until 1791.3 1In_i796 the Spewmarrow Digtrict, where Smith
resided and represented as a justice, was(?enamed Abram's Plains District in honor of hi

o

plantation, e, Lolie. 19 2k (xCﬁluhj

.

In addition to his public and military service, Samuel Smith ran a profitable
tobacco plantation., Like most of his neighbors Smith devoted most of his time to the
planting, cultivating, and curing of tobacco, and many log tobacco barns were scattered
throughout his plantation. Typical of North Carolina plantations of the period Abram's
Plains was self sufficient, contalning vegetable gardens and livestock as well as shoe-
making, carpentry, and blacksmith shops., One-family.-tradition-claims-that-Samuel Smith
regudred=hds—sons~to=spend-one-year-as--apprentice~to-each~of-the three-trades-before.they
received--a-professional-education. At his death in 1800 Smith's estate included thirty-
three slaves.?

Several of the extant buildings at Abram's Plains Plantation were probably built b
Samuel Smith in the second half of the eighteenth century. But, according to family
tradition, Smith's granddaughter, SarajyPomfret Smith Downey, and her husband, Samuel Smit.
Downey, razed a large part of the original mansion house in 1830 and built a uew structur
on the same foundation. The later home is also connected to a part of the old structure
by halls and stairways. Downey was a successful planter who, according to the 1850 censu:
owned 94 slaves. His wife died in the same year that tradition claims the
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house was renovated,?

Descendants of Samuel Smith testify that an earthquake in 1886 cracked some of the
plaster walls of the house and shattered the ceiling medallions, Jonathan K. T, Smith
who "spent a good many nights there as a young man' has described a past visit to the
house?

From the front (west) gallery of 1830 addition, one entered the mansion

through a typical plantation door, with glass sidelights and transom, into

a large hall, at the east end of which was the stairway, to the right, which

led to the second floor, consisting of four large bedrooms, and the third floor

(the garret). The original porch was a small, classical portico, removed In later
years for the more convenient, long country gallery.

The diningroom was located just opposite the stairway, to the left as one

ascended it} from this room one would walk back to the old portion, later
converted into a kitchen. Just before reaching the kitchen, to the right, was

the Y staircase, the left segment of which led to a small chamber in the old
section, where in after years the castaway plunder of the family was kept, includ-
ing scores of valuable old books. The right stairway lead steeply (lighted by a
tiny window) into the 1830 addition, The porch or patio of flagstone lay as an
inset behind the newer and older parts of the house; from this porch one would
descend into the oldest cellar with its quaint fireplace. Entrance to the

newer basement was also from this same porch,

Not far from the cast side of the house is located a graveyard for blacks, It contains
about 2995graves, some of which belonged to the slaves of the Smith family.6
ety

when Samuel Smith died in 1800 he left his Granville plantation property to his

widow, Mary Webb Smith. She died in 1827 only about a month before her son, Alexander
Smith. Apparently at their deaths the Smith plantation passed to Alexander Smith's widow
Ann A, Beasley Smith.7;48ye retained the property until her death in 1828 when-dt |87
/éﬁiﬁéﬁtlyﬁpaSSEd$to-henrdaughter,mSaram{Sally)mPomﬁreﬁwSmith%whOwinwi829mat;thegagemof,
LémmarﬁiedwSamuelmSmibh~Dewneyfwhenmﬁirstmcousiﬂ.8 _Sara-Smith-Downey-died-in-the-followis
A yeaLﬂangmappangntlyaownershipmofwAbramﬂg:PiainS:passedwtoﬂherwhusbanag Samuel Smith
PR Downeyiuﬁhﬁiﬁéft the property to theit daughter, Ann Alexander Smith Downey, in 1851. Sh
A " married Isaac H, Davis two years later. He died in 1884 having stated in his will of 1871
.1 1 that she should "retain the homestead" at his death. Amn Alexander Smith Downey Davis
lﬁvujﬂldied in 1914 and awarded the plantation property to the heirs of her son Joseph Jonathan

44 Davis who had died in 1905.9 pavis's heirs subsequently sold the property to Wiltiiam

) ”U Pressley Davis who still owns it.
N 4

J

()g,- ety
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Footnotes

1. Granville County Deed Books, Office of the Register of Deeds, Granville County
Courthouse, Oxford, Deed Book i: 190, 242-243, 296.

2. Jonathan K, T. Smith "The Samuel Smith Family and the Abram's Plains Mansion
House,™ {n unpublished manuscript, listoric Preservation :Section, North Carolina
Division of Archives and History, Raleigh, pp. 4, 8.

3. Walter Clark (ed.), The State Records of North Carolina (Winston and Goldsboro
State of North Carolina 16 volumes, 1895-1906), X, 207, 215; XXI, 1064, 1074; Granville
County List of Taxables, 1796~1802, Archives, North Carolina Division of Archives and
History, Raleigh, p. 40,

4, Smith, "Abram's Plains Mansion House," p. 4; William James Webb and others,
Our Webb Kin of Dixie: A Family History(Oxford: W.J. Webb, 1940), p. 124; Granville
County Estate Records, Samuel Swmith, 1800, Archives, North Carolina Division of Archives
and History, Raleigh, herinafter cited as Granville Estates.

5. Smith, "Abram's Plains Mansion House," p. 10} Seventh Census of the United
States, 1050: Granville County, North Carolina, Population Schedule, 6, Slave Schedule,
309-310.

6. Smith, "Abram's Plains Mansion lHouse," p. 10.

7. Granville Estates, Samuel Smith, 1800, Alexander Smith, 1827.

8. 1Ibid., Ann A, Smith, 1828; Webb and others, Qur Webb Kin, p. 136.

9, Granville County Will Books, Office of the Clerk of Superior Court, Granville
County Courthouse, Oxford Will Book 18: 281, 23: 572; 26: 59,
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